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The Centre for Research & Innovation unveiled more details Tuesday into millions of dollars in funding its partners received for applied research projects that would turn pollutants into sustainable products.

On Oct. 12, the federal government announced $2.3 million in federal grant money through the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council (NSERC) that will be spread over three separate projects over the next five years.

Weixing Tan, a forestry instructor at the Grande Prairie Regional College, the principal investigator of the Pollutants to Products (P2P) initiative, said the funding came after almost 10 years of hard work and $1.5 million dedicated among the 16 industry partners to develop solutions to environmental issues. 

"It's quite an honour. It's a highly prestigious award, basically, because across Canada they (NSERC) allocate only $15 million," he said. 

"And we're a very small region in northern Alberta, a very small college, and we got $2.3 million. Proportionally that's quite a high percentage when you look at the size of Canada."

CRI executive director Bruce Rutley, and program developer Cheryl King round out the proposal development team. 

Several other members of the GPRC faculty and staff are part of the research team that will be working on the three projects.
"Our major objective for all those projects and our focus is to develop environmentally sustainable technologies to turn pollutants into products," Tan said. 

"We're trying to get the best out of those problematic issues."

The first project Tan described is studying how to use micro algae to capture carbon dioxide and various other air pollutants and turning these pollutants into plant products and oxygen-using photosynthesis.
"Because micro algae are single-cell plants, when they receive sunlight, we use the natural sunlight as an energy source, then engage the micro algae into the photosynthesis process and they basically would overtake all those pollutants and the CO2 and turn it into oxygen," he described.

The second project is looking at how to improve nursery conditions for seedlings, which would improve reforestation and carbon sequestration, enhance survival, and in turn save forestry companies millions of dollars.

"Basically with this project we have the support of the six major local and regional forestry companies," Tan said. 

"By providing optimal conditioning to those seedlings, they would grow better in the field and the survival rate is better. So in that sense we can save the forestry companies money and promote tree growth and when they grow they would take up more carbon dioxide per unit."

The third project is the Wood Fibre Project, which will look at how irrigated effluent affects hybrid poplar trees planted over one hectare near the Clairmont landfill and whether it can be used to grow trees.

This project was unveiled to the media in September.

The plantation will be separated into six separate lots with four varieties of the hybrid poplar. Three of the lots will be irrigated with effluent from a nearby lagoon, and three of them will not be using effluent.

"We are honoured to be among the colleges selected for this funding," said GPRC president and CEO Don Gnatiuk. "We know this applied research will have long-lasting positive impact for our region."

Chris Laue, the CRI manager of innovation, said the funding would also help the partners secure future grants for upcoming projects.

"When you receive a project of this level, it puts you into that playing field and you develop a reputation within that community to be recognized as a legitimate player with other projects that come up or when we present projects," he said.

"That becomes part of the consideration and then you start getting the positive fallout from that."

And while part of the CRI's role was to help with the proposal and procurement of the funding, their involvement will not end there, he said.

"This is an ongoing project where our industry partners and the research team will be working together," he said.

"As part of the technology that comes from some of these we can apply directly to some of our goals, which is to reducing our carbon footprint as a industry within the Grande Prairie region."
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